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Indians in North Carolina: Race, Class, and 

Culture in the Making of Immigrant Identity

Ajantha Subramanian

Over the past thirty years, North Carolina has refashioned itself as a center of transnational, “high-tech” industry. The changing landscape of the State has been witnessed in the in-migration of new, white-collar populations attracted by employment opportunities in the State’s Research Triangle Park (RTP), the proliferation of gated communities for these “knowledge workers,” and the further marginalization of poor black and white residents. My work documents the insertion of professional immigrants from India — the beneficiaries of the Indian state’s investment in science and technology education — into the race and class dynamics of North Carolina, and examines their role in integrating the State into transnational circuits of culture and capital. This multi-sited ethnography covers the institutional contexts in India where the transnational class of professionals is produced, and the community and professional spaces inhabited by Indian Americans in North Carolina. How has the goal of technological modernity shaped the political economy of development in India and the U.S.? How has North Carolina’s transformation into a center of “high tech” industry been reflected spatially and demographically? What role have Indian professionals played in this transformation? And how have North Carolina’s Indians situated themselves in the changing race and class dynamics of a region increasingly more tightly integrated into transnational circuits of labor and capital? 

In her book Flexible Citizenship, Aihwa Ong urges us to pursue an ethnographic approach to understanding “how nation-states articulate with capitalism in late modernity.” She suggests that we go beyond a zero-sum account of the battle between nation-state and capital and attend to “the transnational practices and imaginings of the nomadic subject and the social conditions that enable his flexibility” (1999: 3). Only by weaving the analysis of political economy and of cultural politics, she maintains, “can we hope to provide a nuanced delineation of the complex relations between transnational phenomena, national regimes, and cultural practices in late modernity” (1999: 16). Following her lead, I have begun to explore both the social conditions (state developmental priorities, corporate demand for labor, geopolitics) that have enabled the mobility of Indian professionals and how Indian migrants have constituted themselves socially, culturally, and politically in a new, First World home. The lives and narratives of Indian transnationals help me juxtapose the developmental strategies of the Indian and U.S. states over the latter half of the 20th century, and the operations of social hierarchy and status in both national contexts in ways that will hopefully illuminate some of the nuances of globalization. 

Rethinking Diaspora

One of the theoretical goals of this project is to rethink the relevance of diaspora as an analytical tool for documenting the lives of transnational subjects. Are we better off thinking of Indian Americans, for instance, as diasporic Indians or as people moving from one context of unequal power to another? One reason for questioning the use of diaspora is the term’s assumption of an original or organic cultural identity that, through movement, is then “hybridized” with other cultural elements. In evoking a place from which movement originates, diaspora creates a singular homeland that then becomes the site of an originary cultural identity. Land and culture are thus conflated, and the movement “away” from the land necessarily becomes a displacement from a pure or authentic cultural identity. By extension, diasporic consciousness is characterized by a yearning for a lost center and an anxiety over loss of cultural purity. Diaspora thus maintains the notion of cultural wholes, indeed even of national cultures, that have been soundly and rightly critiqued by anthropology (cf. Fox 1990). For me, to move beyond diaspora (so to speak) is to give up using “Indianness” as a referent for assessing cultural change and to turn instead to a more contextualized approach to cultural identity. It is to understand subjectivity in terms of the situated practices of people in specific locales. For the purposes of this study, then, I document the imaginings and practices of North Carolina’s Indian Americans not in terms of continuity or change from an original, pre-migration cultural identity but as an expression of an American immigrant, and even more specifically, of a Southern immigrant consciousness. Similarly, I understand their pre-migration subjectivities not in terms of an organic “Indianness” but as an expression of their participation in caste, class, and gender hierarchies, and of their relationship to the Indian state. In effect, then, I am approaching this as a study of a population operating within a global political economy that structures relationships between states and classes, and between migrants and locals. 

How does this affect my attitude to culture? I deal with “culture” as a political and historical construct and not as objective fact. Culture has emerged as a key political trope of globalization and has been put to multiple uses by states, corporations, and transnational subjects. Its ubiquitous presence in immigrant Indian discourses of self and community forces an examination of the implications of culture’s elevation to global prominence for the politics of transnationality, and for the politics of race and class in the U.S. My research suggests that the key to the puzzle of culture’s ubiquity lies in the very nature of the term. Unlike race and class, which point to structural hierarchies, culture appears to be atomistic and power-neutral. Cultures can be pluralized without suggesting inequity and accommodated without contradictions within a single global or national framework. As I hope to show through my ethnography, in the case of the U.S. culture has emerged as a form of collectivity that fits neatly into the logic of corporate capitalism. And Indian professionals have been extremely adept at navigating the terrain of this “corporate multiculturalism.”

State Intervention and Class Formation

What are the attributes of Indian American “culture?” A key attribute, one that has buttressed their claim to first-class citizenship, is professional class status. How did Indian professionals come to wield the scientific and technological skills that have made them a coveted immigrant population? This question concerns the political economy of technological development in India and the U.S. The goal of technological modernity prompted specific forms of state developmental and legal intervention in the two national contexts that produced this class of highly skilled, and subsequently highly mobile, professionals. This section outlines the intimate link between the state and this global professional class, a link that is crucial to understanding both their transnational mobility and subjectivity. It is also offered as a political intervention. In this era of market triumphalism, when the Indian state has supposedly been disciplined by the free flow of capital and expatriate Indians celebrate the end of Indian “underdevelopment,” it is politically necessary to recognize the extent to which these transnational subjects have benefited from the very state whose development role they now decry. 

Some may think that Indians are naturally gifted in science and technology; that they are born with an aspiration to build engines and program computers. But it is no accident that the percentage of high-tech professionals in the Indian American community is higher than in all other immigrant groups. For independent India’s leading statesmen, most significantly Jawaharlal Nehru, scientific progress anchored the goal of an independent, self-sufficient nation. The India of Nehru’s dreams was closely linked to the world of science, not only because science encapsulated the secular principles he held so dear, but because it promised advances that would alleviate the misery of the Indian poor. On the eve of independence, Nehru expressed his faith in science and in independent India’s potential to the Indian Science Congress. “If we could tap, say, even five percent of the latent talent in India for scientific purposes,” he proposed, “we could have a host of scientists in India” (Gopal 1984). Toward the goals of economic self-sufficiency and poverty alleviation, the postcolonial Indian state invested massively in science and technology education. The All India Council of Technical Education and the Scientific Manpower Committee worked together to expand the number of technical institutions and foster a culture of science in the country. In 1947, 38 scientific and technical institutions trained 2,940 students; by 1961, 102 institutions trained 13,820 students, and this rate of growth continues to this day (Prashad 2000). 

Through the good graces of the socialistic Indian state, then, a class of high-tech professionals championed as the architects of the developing nation was produced. Interestingly, most of these beneficiaries of the state are drawn from the uppermost echelons of Indian society. Just as the high numbers of technically trained Indians is a direct outcome of state developmental planning, this too is no accident. Take for instance the cream of the technical institutions — the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs). In the name of an unqualified standard of excellence, the IITs have maintained their selective character by exemption from the affirmative action policies that sought to correct the caste-based inequalities standing as barriers to democratic possibility. As a result, these institutions have remained bastions of caste privilege, and the breeding ground for a transnational class of “high-tech” professionals. Of the migrants who came to the U.S. from India after 1965, an overwhelming majority were upper castes trained in the IITs and other centers of Indian state-funded professional education. Caste status and educational capital have served them as vehicles of transnational mobility.

While Indians migrated to the U.S. for a variety of personal reasons from the late 19th century, changes in U.S. immigration policy in 1965 created the social conditions for a more rapid influx of professionals. These legal changes were in large part due to Cold War hostilities. In 1957, the USSR launched Sputnik I and II into orbit and began a panic in the U.S. over the technological prowess of its Cold War rival. In response, the U.S. government began a concerted effort to promote the study of science and technology, most directly through an enhanced National Science Foundation. Rather than training Americans however, U.S. science came to rely for its development upon immigrants. The Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin’s successful orbit of the earth in 1961 was a key catalyst in the decision to import technical labor. President Kennedy spearheaded the move to overhaul the immigration system so that professional migrants could enter without securing employment beforehand. As early as 1958, Kennedy registered his protest against the “indefensible racial preference” in immigration law by caricaturing the poem inscribed on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty. He wrote: “as long as they come from Northern Europe, are not too tired or poor or slightly ill, never stole a loaf of bread, never joined any questionable organization, and can document their activities for the past two years, let them enter” (Kennedy 1964 quoted in Prashad 2000). A change towards a more egalitarian legal framework, he felt, would attract “talented people who would be helpful to our economy and our culture.” An additional political reason to amend immigration policy was to offset the image of a racist nation publicized by the civil rights movement, an image which some feared would provide a basis for Communist propaganda. Finally, in 1965, on the heels of civil rights legislation, President Johnson approved new statutes that aimed specifically at increasing professional immigration — most importantly of scientists and engineers — to bolster the U.S. position in the space and nuclear races (Ungar 1990). The 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act sought to reunite families, allow those with some disabilities such as epilepsy, barred earlier, to immigrate, and encourage skilled labor to enter the U.S. to fulfill the need for more technical manpower. 

The U.S. concern for global dominance in the arenas of science and technology precipitated a transnational wave of Western migration that, in India, came to be called “the brain drain.” Between 1966 and 1977, 83 percent of the Indian Americans who migrated to the U.S. entered under the occupational category of professional and technical workers. Roughly, there were 20,000 scientists, 40,000 engineers, and 25,000 doctors (Leonard-Spark and Saran 1980, Liu 1992). By 1976, however, the U.S. government had tightened its immigration laws. The Immigration and Nationality Act Amendments of 1976 required that migrants have firm job offers. While this restriction slowed down the entry of technical and professional migrants from India, it did not stop the entry of family members, who entered through the family reunification program. Since the 1980s, the percentage of technical workers among Indian migrants has steadily decreased, and the percentage of family members has grown. While in 1969, 45 percent of Indians came in the occupational category, by 1985 this number had decreased to 12.6 percent. By contrast, the percentage of Indians who came for under the family reunification scheme increased from 27 to 85.9 between 1969 and 1985 (Hing 1993: 82). By 1994, employer preference for Indian technical and professional workers became almost negligible largely because of the stringent demands placed on employers by the labor certification process in the Immigration Act of 1990. The late 1990s witnessed another shift prompted once again by technical needs. Even in the midst of immense pressure to slow down immigration, the U.S. legislature created loopholes to accommodate the needs of corporate America. The special rights afforded to corporations were highlighted in the controversy over the H1B visa used by transnational corporations to import highly skilled technicians on a temporary basis. Even while Congress increased the power of the INS to beat down doors and incarcerate long-term residents in detention centers for minor misdemeanors, the flow of labor into the Information Technology industry increased. This industry has been the primary beneficiary of the H1B program, which has helped to concentrate IT activity in places like Silicon Valley. Unlike the early professionals however, the Indian “migrant programmers” who come over on H1B visas wield neither economic nor social capital and are subject to the contracts between their home companies and the U.S. firms to whom they outsource their labor (Prashad 1994, Haniffa 1998). 

The profile of Indian America has thus shifted from the 1980s from a predominantly professional to a more varied one. However, the early influx of professional immigrants and their economic and social capital has consolidated their power within Indian America and significantly shaped its politics. One of the results is a reconstitution of community in cultural terms that appears simply to be derivative of the “homeland” but, I argue, is as much an expression of status and rights concerns in a new social context. 

America — Multicultural or Racial? 

Indians are currently one of the most affluent U.S. minority populations.
 They have emerged as a “model minority” whose public profile fits neatly into the logic of American multiculturalism. They are “hard-working,” they have their community institutions and practices, and they subscribe to a political conservatism that supports their material interests. Most importantly, they have attempted to define themselves in cultural terms that avoid any obvious racial referent. The coincidence of Indian professional migration to the U.S. and civil rights legislation that instituted a formal equality has permitted the ascendance of a politics of culture. The discrediting of racial ideology after World War II and the Civil Rights movement (cf. Steinberg 1996) has further contributed to this formulation of Indian identity. Now, “culture,” with its constituent elements of region, language, and religion, has superseded race as the definitive characteristic of Indian immigrant identity.

North Carolina’s Indian Americans too appear to have recognized and embraced this model of multicultural America. Lalit Patel, an executive body member of the Indian American Forum for Political Education and a 20-year resident of North Carolina encapsulated the logic of American cultural politics:

In this country you protect your interests, your visibility, your long-term survival only by showing your involvement as a cultural community. If you isolate yourself, nobody will recognize your interests. Jewish people are the shining example of solidarity and success: they have a strong community, they have a lobby. Chinese Americans are also becoming stronger because of community influence. If they included the rest of us, their strength would become diluted…And this is happening everywhere. Nowadays, the global environment…it used to be more a melting pot, and nowadays the situation has changed. Your identity as a community has to be cultivated. You have to show that your community is involved in mainstream America. Nowadays, people are looking at what the Indian community is doing locally, statewide, or nationally…and without that community-based unity, you can’t speak to the American political leadership. Each community has a different interest, different expectations. The Indian community has different interests than the Chinese, Germans, Irish, or Mexican.

Patel presents a picture of the American political system as a balancing act of different cultural groupings, each with their own interests and demands. He equates “community” with interest group and represents American society as the sum of its constituent “cultures.” Patel’s view of “culture” is biological — it is an expression of ethnicity — and national — it is derived from an original homeland. Significantly, class and gender differences within “the Indian community” are completely erased in this model of American society and politics, and unsurprisingly, it is the professional class to which Patel belongs that emerges as representative of the singular collective interest.

However, this model of a multicultural America was not the only one that he worked with. Patel also pointed to an America with degrees of citizenship where “ethnics” were permanent foreigners. “After 26 years,” he said with regret and not a little anger, “many people still ask me when I came here. I’ve been a citizen for 20 years but that’s the perception, the stereotype.” When I asked who was assumed to be American, he stated strongly, “In America, whites are American. Even Irish and Germans who have just arrived here, the first instinct is that they’re American.” When I followed with, “What about blacks?” he hesitated, then replied, “Well…yes, they are considered to be American…up to a point.” Although Patel did eventually include African Americans in his characterization of who is “automatically” American, the total absence of black America in his initial consideration of U.S. society, and his subsequent hesitation over the status of African Americans speaks volumes. For him, I believe, U.S. national identity is structured by a racial hierarchy in which “whiteness” is the mark of privilege and first-class citizenship, and “blackness” is the “internal Other.” Black America represents the negative side of belonging, a racialized citizenship that is a permanent disadvantage. The politics of “community” that Patel referred to in his explanation of the American political system serves as leverage to gain the “right” kind of citizenship while avoiding the “wrong” kind. In other words, “community” or “culture” has served Indian Americans, among others, as a means to claim white privilege and disown blackness. 

Indian Immigrants and U.S. Racial Hierarchies

Indian professionals in America did not always stake claims to citizenship in terms of “culture.” In the past, elite Indians responded to American racial hierarchies by adopting strategies such as claiming white identity (Mazumdar 1991). The migration of Indians to the U.S. began as early as the late 19th century. By 1900, U.S. Census reports placed the “East Indian” or “Hindu” population — mostly urban, upper caste Hindu students, businessmen, and professionals — at 2,050 (Melendy 1977: 186).
 After 1904, a new category of Indian arrived: immigrants from rural peasant backgrounds, predominantly from the Punjab province of northwestern India. Between 1907-1910, approximately 1,000 immigrants entered each year, and by 1910 there were up to 10,000 Indians in the U.S. (Mazumdar 1991: 50). Following as they did in the footsteps of Chinese and Japanese immigration, these “pioneers” were subject to the “Yellow Peril” racism sweeping the country. Dubbed the “Turbaned Tide,” they were targeted by newly formed groups such as the Asian Exclusion League, which demanded the termination of Indian immigration (Mazumdar 1991). Legislation followed social hostilities: the California Alien Land Act of 1913 excluded Indians from land ownership; the “barred zone” Immigration Act of 1917 stopped all Asian immigration except from Japan; the Thind case of 1923 declared “Hindus” ineligible for citizenship on the basis that they were not “white persons” (Singh 1998: 5-7). 

In spite of the racial targeting of Indians as a whole, class proved an important factor in determining what form of discrimination they faced. While the immigrants who came to work the land, in lumber yards, or on the railroads bore the brunt of physical attacks, educated professionals who did not confront such direct hostility began crafting a racial politics that would distinguish them from poorer compatriots, from other non-white immigrants, and from black Americans. The lack of solidarity across class and race lines framed the Indian elite struggle for citizenship as an individual fight for justice rather than a collective battle against a white establishment. Drawing on the Aryan theory of race elaborated in the work of 19th century British Ethnologists and German Romantics, educated Indians engaged in court battles to prove that they, unlike those of African, Chinese, and Japanese origin, were “members of the Aryan race…entitled to naturalization as a white person” (Melendy 1997 quoted in Mazumdar 1991: 50). Between 1907 and 1923, 70 educated professionals gained citizenship on the grounds that they were members of the “Aryan race,” and as such of white, or Caucasian, origin. These “advances” were reversed in the verdict of the Thind case, in which the Supreme Court ruled that “while [‘Caucasian’] and the words ‘white persons are treated as synonymous…they are not of identical meaning.” As a result, more than half of the 70 had their citizenship annulled by 1926 (Mazumdar 1991: 50).

In the early 20th century then, laying claim to whiteness was a necessary step to claiming equal citizenship. Today, in the aftermath of the Civil Rights movement and the celebration of multiculturalism, this early Indian claim to white identity might sound both unnecessary and absurd. But we must ask to what extent the racial hierarchies of the early 20th century — in particular the equation of whiteness with privilege — have been dismantled or whether they continue to structure American society and politics. 

Stephen Steinberg (1995), for instance, questions the retreat from racial thinking that has marked post-Civil Rights cultural politics. He maintains that, rather than marking an end to white privilege, liberal discourses of formal equality have served to mask its continued operations. Steinberg argues that the early split between civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King, who demanded substantive equality, and white liberals, who felt that preferences to compensate for historical injustice would subvert formal equality, set the stage for the retreat from racial justice in American thought and policy. Echoing Steinberg’s argument, Cheryl Harris points to the landmark judgment in Brown vs. Board of Education as a turning point for American racial politics, not only because it marked the end of legal segregation, but because it permitted the reemergence of white privilege in a more subtle form. “White privilege accorded as a legal right was rejected,” she argues, “but de facto white privilege not mandated by law remained unaddressed. In failing to clearly expose the real inequities produced by segregation, the status quo of substantive disadvantage was ratified as an accepted and acceptable base line — a neutral state operating to the disadvantage of Blacks long after de jure segregation had ceased to do so” (1993). Finally, George Lipsitz (1988) provides an exhaustive account of the various institutional forms that whiteness as a form of property takes, from preferential lending to potential white homeowners to scaling back affirmative action in order to ensure whites their entitled right to education and jobs. 

North Carolina’s Indians: Class Privilege and Racial Difference

How does the liberal base line apply to professional Indians? And how in particular does it apply to them in the U.S. South? North Carolina has had its own share of Indian immigration. South Asians, who numbered 10,540 in 1990, are currently the fourth largest group after whites, African Americans, and Latinos.
 The number of South Asians who entered North Carolina increased rapidly in the 1970s, taking the total from 604 in 1969 to 2,502 by 1979.
 The largest wave, however, came in the 1980s, when 8,038 South Asians arrived in the State.
 This group, especially the Indian majority within it, has consisted overwhelmingly of educated professionals, namely doctors, engineers, academics, and scientists. Over the last 15 years, in addition to more professionals, a group of entrepreneurs has arrived and opened groceries, video stores, and restaurants to serve the growing community. Aside from the permanent residents, the late 1990s also witnessed a steady inflow of highly mobile computer programmers whose time spent in the State is determined by the nature of their contracts with employer firms. 

While most Indians arrived in North Carolina after the 1964 Civil Rights Act, a few were here even previously. Their experiences of a segregated South provide an early instance of the role Indians play in its race dynamics. John Cherian, a professor of nuclear engineering at NCSU, was one of those who arrived in the State in 1963 at the height of the Civil Rights movement. Born into an upper middle class, south Indian Christian family, he was the youngest of five children. “Education was very important in my family,” Cherian explained and as additional emphasis he stated, “My three eldest siblings were all girls and they all had college degrees.” He and his brother took up engineering in Kerala University and then Cherian went on to an advanced degree at one of the IITs in North India. While he had no immediate plans to continue his education in the U.S., when the opportunity presented itself, he took it. His brother-in-law, then a Ph.D. student at the University of Iowa, urged Cherian to apply to its up-and-coming nuclear engineering program. It didn’t take much persuasion and in 1959, Cherian found himself a doctoral candidate in Ames, Iowa. He arrived in North Carolina to take up his first job after completing his Ph.D. in nuclear engineering at the University of Iowa. 

While there were already quite a few Indians in Iowa, Cherian found that, at the time, there were hardly any in North Carolina where he took up his first job at NCSU. In the university itself, he was one of two Indians, the other a professor of Statistics who had arrived two years previously. The year was 1963, and police crackdowns on civil rights demonstrators were rampant. Cherian found himself in a racially polarized society where he was a non-category. “My professor in Iowa warned me about the South,” he recalled, “and I knew what he meant. He said North Carolina was the most progressive [State] but nevertheless the South.” His first moments as a visitor in the State seemed to confirm that North Carolina was definitely Southern, and in the South, Indians were definitely “black”: 

When I came in April 1963 for an interview, the University folks reserved a room for me at the Velvet Cloak, a new hotel. When I got there at 11:30 p.m., lady behind the counter said, “Would you mind waiting until the manager comes?” I think she had no clue what it was that had shown up! I could hear her making telephone calls, and I didn’t want to be humiliated when the manager showed up. I probably would have had a room because the University made the reservation but I decided to leave anyway. I had seen a YMCA so I went there instead. 

When he arrived in North Carolina to stay, however, he encountered a different situation. Initially, he said, it was more of the same. “I had to find an apartment. I would call up and they would say, ‘Yes, come and look,’ and the lady would open the door and say ‘I’m sorry, it’s rented.’ Then I decided to first say, ‘I’m faculty at NCSU’ and then there was no problem at all.” When I asked him if he thought his profession was the key to this change in attitude that he experienced, he hesitated then replied, “Yes and no. Telling people I was Indian seemed to have the same effect. As soon as they figured out that I was a non-white foreigner, they treated me very well.” 

In fact, Cherian stated strongly, it was as if white Southerners were trying to prove a point:

I got the impression that the South was embarrassed to be mistreating foreign visitors. They had no problem discriminating against U.S. blacks, but they went to lengths to ensure that we were fine. I think Southerners knew they weren’t doing the right thing. Hudson Belk, for instance, had segregated bathrooms. I would go into the “Whites Only,” maybe as protest, and never encountered any problem. There was a public swimming pool right outside the University. Of course, there were no blacks swimming. It had water fountains marked “White” and “Colored.” It was all very explicit but they didn’t want someone from another country to think they did this with everybody.

To drive his point home, Cherian told me about the experience of a friend of his, a fellow Indian graduate student, who had a similar experience when he moved from Iowa to Mississippi. “I had an Indian classmate in Iowa who moved to Mississippi which was supposed to be far worse than North Carolina and there too he encountered the same situation. They were treated fine, especially if his wife was wearing a sari because that was a clear sign that they weren’t from here.” 

Once the flow of Indian professionals into North Carolina increased, their identity as the exception that proved the rule of racism was further crystallized. As Indians have populated the State’s universities, corporations, and research institutions, their image as a “model minority” has strengthened. Their place as a non-white population that approximates white privilege within a racially polarized society has been manifest both economically and spatially: class privilege has taken them into white neighborhoods, both older ones that were desegregated after the Civil Rights Act, and the increasing number of new subdivisions peppered across Durham, Raleigh, and Cary. Cherian remembered how much and how rapidly his neighborhood of Cary changed and how it dovetailed with the Indian influx. 

In our subdivision there were three or four others who worked at NCSU, people who worked at IBM, public school teachers, insurance salesmen. It was not an elite community. But when the RTP started to grow, it started to change. Houses went from being modest 1-2,000 square foot homes to much bigger ones. And at the same time that it became more prosperous, it also became more diverse. Soon we had an incredible number of Indian neighbors! 

Spatially and economically, then, Indians have separated themselves from the State’s black, and now also its Latino, population. With the end of legal segregation, they have benefited from the less explicit, or at least less articulated, code for segregation: class.

Several of the local Indians I spoke with applauded the transformation of the Raleigh-Durham area into a cosmopolitan center where the racism of the old South was no longer apparent. Sita Sharma, a past President of the Hindu Society who has lived in Cary since the late 1960s pointed to the RTP as the salvation of the State. She told me: 

The image of the South when I moved here wasn’t good, and the biggest thing that happened in North Carolina to change the image and reality of the South was opening the RTP. Now, the South is so nice to live in, it’s so cosmopolitan. It used to be so difficult to get Indian spices and videos, and now there are so many groceries and restaurants to choose from!

Like Sharma, others also attributed North Carolina’s acceptance of foreigners to the economic boom. Ravi Srinivas, a south Indian and former professor of Psychiatry at Duke who arrived in the State in 1986, echoed her sentiments: 

We moved into a predominantly white neighborhood but felt no racism at all. I thought the South would have been more hostile to foreigners but it was not so. There was already a big Indian community here so it was very easy for us to adjust…We would go to the Hindu temple on Sundays. I also started a Telugu Association so I could speak in my mother tongue. Now with the computer industry boom, there are so many more south Indians programmers here and they all come to the association. 

A number of local Indians spoke of the ease of living in the South without speaking of the growing disparities of wealth or class segregation that also follows racial lines. Rather, many referred to their comfortable relationships with white colleagues and neighbors as a sign of the spread of “liberal values” in the South, and an end to racism. Significantly, there was almost no one who addressed Indians’ relationship to black Southerners as a way of situating themselves in North Carolina. Sanjay Wadhwani, the CEO of an internet technology firm in Cary, was one exception. Wadhwani characterized the position and attitude of local Indians bluntly:

Indians have enjoyed economic independence here. We are not even considered minorities, because we’re not economic minorities. By extension, we don’t think of ourselves as minorities. Let me be frank: most Indians here cross the street when they see a black person. We’re all biased. With our economic prosperity, we tend to associate more with successful people than with those without privilege. 

While Wadhwani’s stark portrayal of local Indian privilege and the prejudice it generates may be an over-generalization, his sense of how Indians identify along class lines is very relevant. That Indian professionals prefer to associate with their “own people,” namely other Indian professionals, and only infrequently widen this circle to include others of their class is more than apparent. 

Publicly, North Carolina’s Indians have expressed their differences from other minorities in the language of culture. In the 1980s, they began building a variety of institutions. As in most Indian diasporic contexts, religion, as a ritualized performance of collective identity and a link to a perceived cultural “essence,” was pivotal to this process. North Carolina currently has four Hindu temples, two Sikh gurudwaras, and four Muslim mosques. With growth in numbers, other markers of identity, such as nation and language, have also emerged as focal points of institution-building. The India Heritage Society and the Indian American Forum for Political Education express solidarity along national lines. A growing number of regional language associations — there are 12 to date — reflect the power of language as a unifying force. Second-generation Indians too have been active cultural producers. Duke, UNC Chapel Hill, and NCSU all house South Asian student associations that promote ties to and knowledge of the subcontinent through music, religious festivals, and films. At Duke, Hindu students have also formed a unit of the national Hindu Students Council, an organization begun by the Vishwa Hindu Parishad of America to foster Hindu nationalist “values” in Indian American youth. Most recently, and in keeping with their parents’ class aspirations, a group has founded the South Asian Young Professionals Association in Chapel Hill. 

As they have across the U.S. since 1965, North Carolina’s Indians have combined strategic involvement in domestic politics with engagement in the cultural politics of the “homeland.” In their application transnationally, the cultural markers of religion, language, and nation have assumed an overt political charge. The significance of particular political events, and the social ruptures they have produced in South Asia, has been mirrored within the local population. The massacre of Sikhs by Hindus in Delhi that followed the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards in 1984 fractured relations between Hindus and Sikhs in North Carolina. In the years that followed, this polarization was reinforced by the steady immigration to the U.S. and to North Carolina of Sikh refugees escaping state terrorism in India. The radical politics of a sizable section of the State’s Sikhs is seen in their choice of Bhindranwale, a Sikh separatist leader and Mrs. Gandhi’s nemesis, as the patron saint of one of the local gurudwaras. They have even exchanged Republican and Democratic campaign contributions for the labeling of India as a terrorist state.
 Hostilities between North Carolina’s Hindus and Muslims too have increased in recent years. The demolition of the Babri Masjid mosque by Hindu extremists in 1992, and the silent approval of the Hindu Society in Raleigh, further strained already fragile ties between Indian Muslims and Hindus. And finally, local Hindus’ tacit support for the recent spate of violence against Indian Christians, who they see orchestrating a conversion drive to reduce the number of Hindus in India, has also injured relations between North Carolina’s Indian Hindus and Christians.

These dynamics are partly in continuity with the caste and class origins of Indian Americans and ongoing political dynamics in the homeland, and partly reflect their experiences as an American minority. The anxiety over minority status in the U.S. has produced a vehement opposition to cultural loss seen in the policing of the U.S.-born generation’s social activities, and in the proliferation of the above-mentioned institutions where children can absorb “cultural values.” This is especially apparent among immigrant Hindus for whom Hindu nationalist politics in India resonates even more strongly as a result of their minority experience in the U.S. The threat of a Muslim or Christian “takeover” through reproduction and conversion appears far more likely from a distance and as a minority in a majority Christian country. The anti-Muslim sentiment that has swept the U.S. since the Gulf War has also exacerbated local Hindu perceptions of a global Muslim terrorist conspiracy. 

Class and culture have thus served as vehicles of community identity and politics and as wedges separating Indian professionals from black Americans and poorer immigrants like the large number of local Latinos. Cherian’s account of his early experiences in North Carolina and Sharma, Wadhwani, and Srinivas’s accounts of later experiences speak to a shift in the structural position of Indians in U.S. racial hierarchies from the first to the second half of the 20th century. According to these accounts, Indians seem to have secured a safe place by virtue of their economic status. 

Other experiences, however, betray this narrative of an accommodative society, and show by contrast that Indian appropriation of privilege based on class and culture has not exempted them from U.S. racial hierarchies and experiences of discrimination. Even those Indians who lauded the transformation of North Carolina into a place without prejudice expressed their frustration over a permanent sense of “not belonging.” Srikanth, a mechanical engineer and resident of Cary recollected a particularly jarring incident that made him feel unsafe for the first time.

We do have experiences. There was an Indian cultural program in NC State that we went to with friends. After the program, all of us Indians came out and were walking to our cars. Suddenly, there were two carloads of white students who drove by and started yelling, “You Indians, why don’t you go home?” They were just kids, but they were drunk and seemed violent. 

Being from upper caste or affluent backgrounds, most Indians who come to North Carolina are incensed when they do experience discrimination, especially when it blurs the boundaries between their own community and other, less prosperous or “respectable” minorities. Speaking resentfully of white North Carolinians’ confusion between Latinos and Indians, another long-term resident of the State and a staff person at Duke University confessed his outrage at being mistreated at a local bank. 

It has never happened to me before. I went into the bank and tried to cash my check and they asked me for two forms of I.D. Two! So I challenged them and said, ‘I’ve never shown more than one so why are you asking for this?’ When the clerk said it was bank policy, I said, “I have been coming here for the last 30 years and it has never been policy before!’ She saw that I was getting angry so she called the manager who came out, saw who I was, and apologized. He said the clerk had mistaken me for a Mexican. 

This sense of permanent foreignness, and the experiences of discrimination that foster it, undercuts the hope that class privilege will win them uncontested acceptance into multicultural America.

However, the majority of professionals I spoke with concluded from their experiences of discrimination that they needed even more aggressively to wield class power to force acceptance and respect. In words almost identical to Lalit Patel, Ravi Srinivas asserted:

If you’re white, you’re automatically identified as American. Easily assimilated into culture without being recognized as immigrants. I don’t resent it. It’s human nature. But we don’t use our economic clout to fight anti-immigrant sentiment. After all, we’re less than a hundredth of one percent but control five percent of wealth. We need to educate politicians and industry leaders about how we’re contributing to this society. After all, Indians own 30 percent of hotels in America, we’re giving 10,000 jobs to Americans. Same way with stores. And in the construction businesses. We also need community solidarity and philanthropy in business. Nobody is going to give you a loan for your idea because we’re ethnic. We have to give ourselves loans. 

The importance of wealth for the consolidation and protection of immigrant culture is a theme that cut across lines of age, gender, and religion. Gautam, a student at Duke who grew up in Durham, commented on the rules of acceptance in his high school: 

If you have money, you can buy your kids acceptance. But if your kid wears K-Mart rather than Abercrombie, and he’s doing cultural stuff, he’ll definitely be ridiculed.

Rather than identifying with other non-whites against white privilege then, these local Indians seem to have opted to pit the positive associations of class privilege against the negative associations of racial difference. 

Cultural Diversity versus Social Justice

To the extent that Indian professionals do identify with other non-whites, it is through an interesting kind of misidentification. Let me briefly explain what I mean through two examples. The Indian American Forum for Political Education is the key political vehicle for “Indian American interests” operating both nationally and locally. IAFPE members constituted the delegation that accompanied Bill Clinton to India on his diplomatic visit (five of the 20 delegates were IAFPE members from North Carolina). The IAFPE President was recently awarded a Padma Bhushan by the Indian government in recognition of his work in nurturing and facilitating Non-Resident Indian investment in India. 

The IAFPE supports affirmative action. However, it appears to have interpreted affirmative action as a means to greater diversity. Consider the following two quotes from an executive board member of the IAFPE. The first argues for affirmative action as a corrective to historical discrimination:

It’s a big issue for minority communities. Now with the Bush administration, what’s going to happen is that it’ll be removed legally from the policy. They think it’s reverse discrimination but they’re forgetting that discrimination was there for last 200 years and reverse is only for 5 years. 

However, the second which follows from the first shifts the meaning of affirmative action from preferences to diversity:

There is a hidden quota system in the universities that benefits whites. There are a lot of highly qualified Indian students that apply for Ivy Leagues and other universities. What’s happening is that though we’re qualified, our students are denied on the basis that too many Indian students are applying and if we give them all admission, they’ll exceed their percentage ratio…Biggest help is in State and Federal employment. When you hit the glass ceiling, you can use affirmative action to argue against the denial of promotion.

Here, Patel defines affirmative action, not as a corrective for historical injustice, but as a vehicle for ethnic diversity. For him, it is a means to battle the limits to Indian progress into elite academic institutions and into the managerial class. In effect then, for him as for the IAFPE, affirmative action guarantees equal access to the top echelons of society and has little to do with social justice. What we see here is a blanket classification of all non-whites as “minority communities” and the extension of this into the argument that all minorities should benefit from affirmative action as a means to enhance diversity. Minority is thus substituted for race, and diversity for social justice. 

Another instance of misidentification is in local Indians’ relationship with Latinos. The IAFPE had this to say about Latino activism as a local “model” to emulate: 

Two years back, NC State Assembly leaders recognized that the Mexican community is the fastest growing ethnic community in NC. They are influential economically, socially, politically: NC economy cannot flourish without their help. Every development is built with Mexicans, fast food restaurants, they work at the back of high-class restaurants, on roads…politicians realize that they are driving the economy. If they leave, whole thing will collapse. Also they have growing social and political influence. They are influencing the interaction between other groups…there’s a growing rift between Mexicans and blacks. Siler City is 80% Mexican. They are influencing festivals and everything. And politically, Mexican kids are growing up here, they’re Americans. In 10-15 years, they’ll be voters and these politicians are smart and recognize that. They are opening an office in the Governor’s house to address their concerns. 175,000 Mexicans together have done this. Now, Mexicans working in NC can live, work, interact more safely, more comfortably. They used to work like slaves in agricultural fields. That situation is changing and I know because I’ve talked to them.

This, again, is a kind of misidentification on the basis of minority community status. The IAFPE plans to use “the Mexican model” to organize themselves politically, not for living wages and safe working conditions, but to enhance their economic and political role as intermediaries in U.S.-India bilateral trade relations. As one IAFPE member said to me, “We understand both cultures and, although we don’t have a large number of votes, we have the money power to help shape the course of U.S. relations with India. But for this, we need to be recognized as a valuable ethnic community, just as the Mexicans have been.” Again, the identification with Latinos is not based on a shared structural position in national class hierarchies but on a shared minority status that obscures a dramatic difference in class status. The IAFPE seeks to emulate the “Mexican model” in order to secure a place within the Governor’s house and make it a more “culturally diverse” outfit. 

“Trickle Back” and Global “Comparative Advantage”

This emphasis on “culture” and “community” has also grounded ongoing efforts by the IAFPE and The Indus Entrepreneurs (TIE), a national organization begun by some of the first Indian Information Technology successes in Silicon Valley, to reinvest in India. A TIE member explained to me that this was a process of “trickle back” through which the Indian government’s investment in producing a transnational class of science and technology professionals was now being repaid. 

India is now at an advantage because of Non-Resident Indian [NRI] investment. Politicians both here and there are recognizing how important we are! In this global society, competitiveness comes down to talent. That is the only survival mechanism. But high-tech manufacturers are still not going [to India] that easily because local labor, infrastructure, government policy is still not supportive enough. But IT industry loves and wants to invest in India…You can’t find that concentration of technical capability anywhere, and that’s what we need to compete globally. And the best way to do this is through the NRIs who are the cultural offspring of India. We’re going from brain drain to reinvestment. I guess you could call it “trickle back!”

Here we see the extension of the logic of corporate multiculturalism to global scale. The Non-Resident Indian, armed with his cultural links to the “homeland” and his business acumen, is to be the vehicle for enhancing India’s competitive edge in the global economy. And he is to do this by tapping India’s comparative advantage in technical capability. This special role identified for the NRI rests upon notions of the power of cultural origins, and the irresistible pull of a cultural “homeland” for a diasporic population. This process, by which Indian Americans will join the ranks of a global capitalist class, is thus folded into a cultural narrative of the reunion of distant offspring with their mother. 

Conclusion

What do the experiences of North Carolina’s Indian professionals tell us about the dynamics of late capitalism, the politics of multiculturalism, and the U.S. immigrant experience? First, that the universalizing logic of capitalist expansion does not mean an erasure of particularity. Indeed, what we see instead with economic globalization is the increasing tendency for non-European societies and minority populations within the West to make their own claims on the history of capitalism by finding capitalist ethics within their own “cultural traditions.” Indian Americans are only one group among others that has come to articulate its own brand of “vernacular capitalism” based on community solidarity and cultural identity as a response to Anglo American hegemony. Far from claiming “sameness,” they wield cultural difference as a necessary vehicle of social mobility and capitalist success. 

Second, that national citizenship is yet another arena defined by the tension between universalism and particularism. Ironically, the Civil Rights movement both ushered in equality of a civic variety — civic universalism — and set the stage for a rapidly proliferating politics of cultural difference, or ethnic particularism. In the case of Indian American professionals in the U.S. South, the claim to cultural difference has obscured the persistence of substantive inequality structured by race and class beneath the liberal base line of a multicultural democracy. 

Finally, my essay argues that, far from class-neutral, multiculturalism is a new hegemonic discourse that has allowed Indian professionals to distance themselves from more plebeian solidarities that may cut across ethnic and class lines. The post-Civil Rights shift from a racial to a cultural model of citizenship has allowed for a rearticulation of minority identity in cultural terms that secures class privilege. When we consider that this adopted professional politics dovetails with the state’s own efforts at managing diversity, it appears that multiculturalism is a new kind of class politics, although one that is fragmented by multiple histories of migration and that is peculiarly blind to its own elitism. 

Notes


� According to Mazumdar 1991, the 1990 U.S. Census placed the per capita income of Asian Indians at $17,777, second only to the Japanese at $19,373 and above the national average of $14,143.


� Mazumdar (1991) notes that many of the immigrants were Muslim and Sikh so the term “Hindu” was mistakenly used as an ethnic catch-all category. 


� 1990 Census of the State of North Carolina. 


� 1980 Census of the State of North Carolina.


� 1990 Census of the State of North Carolina.


� Interviews with members of the Sikh Societies of New York and North Carolina. 
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